This paper will present the results from a project that follows on from a national survey completed by the lead researcher in 2002. That earlier study identified a significant degree of disengagement from politics amongst British 18 year olds, of whom only 39% voted at the 2001 General Election. Crucially, it found that this disengagement rested upon a high degree of youth distrust and scepticism about "formal politics", and particularly of professional politicians. Since the 2002 study, policy makers have become increasingly concerned about the continuing lack of engagement that young people have with the formal political process in Britain. The current study began in 2011, and focuses upon a new generation of young people a decade on from the previous research. By analysing early findings from the current study"s survey data, we shall examine the views that youth have about formal politics now, and how these may differ in comparison to those expressed by the 2002 cohort. The study is innovative in its use of online methods, and is based on a national online questionnaire survey amongst 1,025 18-year olds, including voters and non-voters.
INTRODUCTION

Background
Over the past decade, there has been growing anxiety within government circles that people in Britain are becoming increasingly disengaged from the formal political process and from democratic institutions (Ministry of Justice 2007) . This concern has come to the fore largely as a consequence of the recent decline in voter participation rates. For instance, election turnout has taken a steep turn downwards, most notably at the landmark General Election of 2001 when only 59% of the eligible electorate voted. Although voter turnout at subsequent general elections has increased marginally to 61% in 2005, and then to 65% in 2010, these figures should be put into context by comparing them with previous general election outcomes where electoral participation was 75% in 1987 , 78% in 1992 , and 71% in 1997 (Electoral Commission 2005 . (Ipsos MORI 2010) , yet this remains well below the national average, and suggests that a large majority of those young people who registered to vote opted not to do so.
1 It is also a significantly lower turnout rate than recorded in earlier elections, when it was reported as 66% in 1987 (Swaddle and Heath 1992), 61% in 1992 (Butler and Kavanagh 1997) , and 68% in 1997 (Jowell and Park 1998) . In support of this apparent generational turnout gap, Franklin (2004) has conducted an extensive international analysis of electoral trends and concluded that age in Britain as in many other countries is a significant predictor of turnout.
It is not just in terms of election turnout that young people are differentiated from older contemporaries. The principal theme to emerge out of the existing research into the general field of young people and politics is that this generation has been characterised as dissatisfied with, and alienated from, the political process (Henn et al. 2005; Kimberlee 2002; Wattenburg 2002) . Furthermore, many studies conclude that young people have comparatively lowerlevels of political knowledge than their older contemporaries (Pattie et al. 2004) , and have a distinct lack of interest in (formal) politics (Park 2004) . Compared with older adults, they are less likely to be politically active (The Electoral Commission and The Hansard Society 2007), display comparatively weaker commitments to political parties (Clarke et al. 2004; Tilley 2003) , and are less likely to be members of such organisations (Whiteley and Seyd 2002; Sloam 2007) . Indeed, the message from many such studies is that young people"s levels of political participation in general are in decline, and at a somewhat more rapid rate than is the case for older adults and also for previous youth cohorts (Russell et al. 2002) . Moreover, young people have been differentiated from wider society in terms of their political viewsthey are considered to be less conservative than older contemporaries, highly disillusioned with the operation of politics, and more sceptical of politicians (Henn et al. 2005; Pattie et al. 2004) . Furthermore, there is evidence that young people"s disengagement from politics is more pronounced than it was for previous youth cohorts (Park 1995; Kimberlee 2002) .
By way of contrast, a number of recent studies have suggested that whilst young people may have little interest in formal politics, this does not signal a disengagement from all forms of politics, per se. Instead, research indicates that this group do take part in differing forms of political action (Quintelier 2007) . Research conducted by Norris (2003) indicates that young people are more likely to engage in "cause-oriented" styles of politics (or what Pattie et al.
[2004] refer to as "micro-politics") than they are in "formal" politics -participation that uses less institutionalised methods such as demonstrations, boycotts, and direct action. This generation has also taken part in localised social action activities at a higher than average rate without regarding this action as necessarily "political". Such activities include volunteering, informal community networks, informal political action, awareness-raising, altruistic acts, and general campaigning (Roker and Eden 2002) . Research by Matthews (2001) also highlights the increased involvement of young people in Youth Councils and Youth Forums -participation which further challenges the notion that young people are politically apathetic. This shift in the way young people are engaging in political activity is increasingly facilitated by access to new media and technologies. Loader (2007) suggests that a "cultural displacement" is occurring in which young people"s identities and forms of expression have shifted from traditional channels to those available through a new media culture; young people are having their political identity shaped by television, blogs and other websites, while actively expressing it through participatory new technologies, such as joining online single issue groups, signing online petitions, and engaging in digital media production such as creating YouTube videos (Bennett 2008 ).
Despite such evidence of their engagement in different types of political action, the central preoccupation with young people"s falling election turnout rates persists. This recent pattern of youth abstention from the polls has helped to create a sense of unease amongst politicians and officials that young people in particular have a disaffection from politics that is deeply entrenched and may become habit-forming; that in the medium-to long-term, the more civicoriented older generations will be replaced by this younger sceptical and election-boycotting generation (Electoral Commission and the Hansard Society 2006).
The responses of recent UK governments have been to legislate a programme of political reforms designed to reconnect the electorate -and young people in particular -to the political system . This has included for instance the introduction of statutory citizenship classes at schools in England in 2002, to educate young people in the nature and practices of democratic participation. Elsewhere, constitutional programmes of change have been introduced that were designed to give citizens greater access to the centres of political power and increased influence over the political process. Governments have also sought to modernise the electoral system and processes with the ambition to make the act of voting easier, and to stimulate turnout at elections.
Despite such measures, the downward trend in democratic engagement has not been arrested. 
Aims and objectives
In this paper, we intend to consider the notion that young people are disengaged from the formal political process and from democratic institutions. We do this by examining young people"s political participation in Britain, and in particular the ways in which formal politics has been viewed by this youth group over the course of two parliaments. We do this by comparing data from a study conducted by the authors in 2011 with data collected by one of the authors a decade earlier (see Henn and Weinstein, 2003) . This will enable a comparison to be made with the results from the original study, to assess the pattern of young people"s levels of political engagement have changed in the intervening years, and if so, how have they changed. Specifically we shall address the following issues:
 Young people"s levels of interest in, and understanding of, politics and elections;
 Youth attitudes towards democracy in Britain;
 The degree of trust that young people have in political parties, politicians and democratic institutions;
 The likelihood that young people will take part in differing political activities in the future, including voting at elections;
 What the political parties need to do if they are to engage young people in the future.
Research design
In order to examine these areas, we conducted a national online survey of 1,025 attainers (18 year olds eligible to vote for the first-time). The survey was designed to yield a representative national sample of young people from across England, Scotland and Wales, with respondents drawn from an existing and on-going online access panel. 2 Prior to analysis, the data were weighted to accurately reflect population estimates of gender, ethnicity and region. Given the focus of our research on this very specific age cohort, telephone interviewing using random digit dialling was deemed to be impractical, as this method would result in a large number of unsuccessful calls to households in which suitable respondents did not reside. By the same token, using general household sampling frames such as the postcode address file would have yielded a similarly large number of unsuccessful approaches. The topic of our research also made the electoral register an unsuitable sampling frame, as our study required us to include capture of any young people who were not registered to vote.
Conversely, the benefit of using a pre-existing panel to this particular study is that it enabled us to produce a sampling frame based on our specific cohort, since date of birth is one of a number of variables already known for each panel member. A sub-section of the panel was identified using the criteria that respondents should have had their eighteenth birthday (and therefore be eligible to vote) before the General Election of 6 th May 2010, but after the local and European elections of 4 th June 2009. This ensured that all members of our sampling frame had no voting experience prior to the 2010 General Election, and it was from this that a random probability sample of attainers was generated.
Early concerns regarding the coverage error inherent in online surveys, resulting from limited
Internet access have been well documented (Hewson et al. 2002; Couper 2000) , while more recently, as Internet adoption has become more prevalent, online surveys based on carefully designed probability samples have been demonstrated to be representative ( 
RESULTS
Political Engagement
Our research reveals evidence that, far from being apolitical and apathetic, young people are interested in political matters, and are more so than were their predecessors in 2002. When asked about politics in general, 63% of respondents replied that they had some or more interest in the topic, which compares with 56% expressing such an interest in 2002. Only 12% of our survey participants reported that they had none at all (13% in 2002). Furthermore, nearly two thirds of the young people who took part in our survey (64%) said that they were interested in the General Election held in May 2011 (only 14% had no interest at all). This represents a significant positive shift in engagement since the 2002 study when only 48% signalled such interest. We also found that a small majority (54%) considered that they would discuss politics with friends and family in the future, the same proportion as had reported as such in 2002.
Taken together, these results seem to run counter to popular thinking that young people are dismissive of political matters. Indeed, the current generation of 18 year olds seem to have more interest in politics and in elections than the cohort of young people who took part in our 2002 study. cuts in education -6%). An equal number of young people (32%) were concerned about employment-and finance-related issues (job prospects for young people -12%; the economy/ recession -11%; unemployment and factory closures -5%; finances/ money -4%). The remaining group of young people prioritised a considerably broader agenda, which included race relations and immigration (4%), the way that the country is governed (3%), government spending cuts (3%), taxation (2%), health care (2%), and defence, foreign affairs and terrorism (2%). A further 10% mentioned other issues. These results seem to contradict the conventional view that young people take little interest in political affairs.
Figure 1: Issues of Most Concern
Understanding and knowledge of politics Despite young people"s continuing interest in politics, the data from the 2011 study broadly reflect the messages from the 2002 youth cohort that a large number of young people continue to lack confidence that they have as much knowledge or understanding of government and politics as they would like. Nonetheless, these data suggest that for whatever reason, the message about British political life and political affairs is not effectively reaching young people.
We also asked two questions designed to tap into the impact that the 2001 introduction of statutory citizenship classes in schools had had on young people"s general understanding of politics. 4 A quarter of our survey participants (25%) reported that they had taken a GCSE in Citizenship Studies; of these, 64% claimed that in doing so, their knowledge and understanding had either increased by not very much or indeed by not all. This suggests a relatively marginal positive impact of formal citizenship classes on the knowledge and understanding of the 18 year olds in our study.
Political power and influence
Results from our survey indicate that young people do not feel that they can influence the Being a member of a political party 46 37
Confidence in the Democratic Process
The data reveal that more young people said they were satisfied (48%) than were dissatisfied (32%) with the way democracy works (although 20% stated that they were "Not sure"). This represents an increase in the satisfaction levels recorded in the 2002 cohort study.
5
Combining a number of survey questions into a single index of attitudes to elections, we find that half (49%) believe in the electoral process, against 37% who hold more sceptical views.
This represents a slight decrease since the 2002 study in the gap between "electionsupporters" and "election-sceptics", when the former group outnumbered the latter by a margin of 51% to 35%. Table 2 reports the extent to which the 18 year olds in our 2011 survey either agree or disagree with a series of questions about elections, and compares this with findings from the
cohort (figures in brackets). Examination of the individual items broadly indicates that
young people do have a general attachment to, and confidence in, the democratic process, and they are typically more positive about elections than were the 2002 cohort. They appear to have an appreciation of civic duty, and also to feel a sense of satisfaction now that they have gained the right to vote. The data seem to indicate that this youth cohort, like their predecessors from 2002, consider that elections do matter in terms of forcing politicians to listen to and engage in talk with voters, and that they keep politicians broadly accountable.
Interestingly, there is a significant reversal of the findings from 2002, when that previous youth cohort were considerably more likely to disagree (44%) than agree (28%) that by voting they could really help to change the way that Britain is governed. In contrast, the current youth cohort was more likely to agree than disagree with this statement. Nonetheless, only a third (36%) of them expressed such a positive view, and the gap when measured against the dissenters (29%), was only 7%. This perhaps suggests only tentative support for the idea that elections can have a real and meaningful impact on government.
5 However, It should be noted that in the 2002 study, a different scale was used; there, a 5-point Likert scale was deployed that included a mid-point ("Neither Satisfied Nor Dissatisfied" -28%). Excluding this point (and those responding "Not Sure"), the corresponding figures for those who were satisfied against those who were dissatisfied were 31% and 26%. (28) 29 (44) broader 18-24 year old age group (Ipsos MORI 2010) . 7 Of the "voters", by far and away the largest group (60%) were motivated to cast their ballot on the basis of party policies.
Interestingly, as few people voted in line with family tradition (8%) as had cast their vote in support of a local candidate (7%), or for a particular party leader (7%) or had voted against one of the other parties or candidates (7%). A marginally smaller proportion of this cohort of young people had really preferred another party but considered that it stood no chance of winning in their constituency (6%). Finally, a small group (3%) claimed that they had followed the advice of their friends.
Respondents were then asked how likely it was that they might take part in various types of political activity over the next few years. As Table 3 indicates, this 2011 youth cohort support the idea of elections, and in principle, large numbers claim that they would consider voting at future contests. Indeed, they are more likely to profess an intention to vote in future elections than were those questioned as part of the 2002 cohort study; they are also less likely to report that they intend to abstain.
Table 3: Future voting intentions (%)
We then asked a series of questions concerning respondents" likelihood of offering formal support to the political parties. The results suggest that as was the case with 18 year olds from the 2002 study, today"s generation of young people cannot bring themselves to actually support the main political parties in practice. Only 6% reported that they would be likely in the future to give money to any of the political parties, and 76% would not. A similarly small fraction of young people stated that they would actually be prepared to work for a political party or a candidate in an election campaign (8%), and the overwhelming majority (70%) reported that they would be unlikely to ever do so. Finally, only 22% of this particular youth 7 The over-estimation of voting recall is not uncommon in surveys of this nature. For instance, the 2010 British Election Study reports that 90% of respondents to the post-election Internet survey claimed to have voted, compared to the actual turnout of 65% (Clarke et al., 2010) . cohort claimed that they would ever consider trying to convince someone else how to vote (50% would be unlikely to do so). These figures broadly reflect the findings from the 2002 cohort of 18 year olds.
Trust in political parties and professional politicians
Responses to a series of questions about the political parties and professional politicians provide the very clear view that the 2011 cohort continues to hold a deep antipathy towards, and distrust in, these political players -and that these feelings are as strongly felt today as they were by the 2002 predecessor cohort.
When asked what they think about the ability of the political parties to find suitable people to run for parliament, only 23% considered that they do a good job in this process; a slightly larger group (28%) felt that this is not the case, while the dominant group (49%) was uncertain. 8 This finding suggests a somewhat less than positive endorsement of the political parties and professional politicians. What is certain is that young people continue to have a relatively low level of party identification (34%) compared to those who reported that they do not connect with any particular political party (58%). These findings compare with a slightly smaller level of party identification (28%) reported by the 2002 cohort (59% without any such identification).
Furthermore, other findings within the study support the view that young people today have little trust or confidence in the political parties and professional politicians. Our results tend to reinforce those from a number of previous studies that show an apparent disconnection from party politics -in many cases this is very noticeable indeed. We created an index based on several questions from the survey which summarises young people"s perceptions of political parties and professional politicians. Only a tenth (10%) of this particular cohort of young people were positively disposed towards these political players, whereas the vast majority (80%) held a negative view of them. These figures are broadly comparable with those recorded for the 2002 cohort (13% and 85% respectively).
A detailed examination of the specific views that young people have of politicians and the political parties is revealed in Table 4 . These data indicate that young people appear to hold deeply sceptical views of these political players and of the way that they conduct their activities -and that the strength and direction of these views is not appreciatively different from those offered by the predecessor youth cohort from 2002. This suggests that youth distrust of parties has not appreciably diminished with time. Perhaps not surprisingly given the findings above, large majorities of young people report that they lack trust in democratic institutions, as well as those individuals and agencies that inhabit them. 9 There seems to be a somewhat varied view with respect to democratic institutions.
Only 15% said that they considered that, on balance, UK governments (past and present) tend to be honest and trustworthy, while the view of the overwhelming majority (66%) was that they were not. We separated out the views of those young people living in Scotland and those in Wales, and analyses reveal that the majority living in each of these countries are broadly 9 These questions were not asked in 2002. 
Political parties aren"t interested in the same issues that concern young people. We asked an open question in order to find out what might be done to reverse young people"s distrust in, and antipathy towards, the political parties and professional politicians. Figure 2 categorises these open responses, and confirms that there is a widely held belief within this 2011 cohort that the political parties should do more to directly connect with young people, by talking with (7%) and listening to them (16%), by visiting schools, colleges and universities (10%), and by using innovative connection methods such as questionnaires and surveys (10%), holding "Question Time"-style forums, conferences and meetings (7%), and using the Internet, social networking methods (such as Facebook and Twitter) and email (8%). In addition, there is a similarly clear message that political parties and professional politicians should then action young people"s concerns. In particular, by adopting a more young personcentred approach and focus in their political work (6%), by involving young people more in doing so (4%), by championing the issues and concerns of young people (10%), and by delivering on their promises (5%).
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Clearly, for young people to be brought back into the democratic fold, political parties will need to reflect seriously on how they approach them in the future. 10 Respondents had the opportunity to mention more than one means of connecting if they wished. Percentages reported represent the proportion of total number of respondents to this question, rather than the total number of responses given. help to bring about effective change in the way that society is governed, they certainly hold an attachment to the general democratic process, and support the broad principle of elections.
They do therefore have a civic orientation. Indeed, they would like to play a more active role in the democratic process in the future.
However, they also consider that the political system remains relatively closed to young people like themselves, and believe that there are few opportunities afforded to them to intervene effectively within the political process to help shape the way that decisions are made.
Consequently, todays" generation of young people feel relatively powerless, politically -just as did their predecessors a decade previously.
Furthermore, despite their general support for the democratic process, young people"s recent experience of their first general election in 2010 has left them feeling somewhat disheartened and frustrated. Indeed, our study has revealed a considerable aversion to formal, professional politics which is as deep as it was for young people in 2002. Politicians are clearly regarded as a group with self-serving interests, in whom attainers today have as little trust today as did their predecessor cohort a decade earlier.
The conclusion that we must draw from these findings, is that young people feel considerably disenchanted by their recent experiences of formal politics, and remain relatively disengaged from the political process and from democratic institutions and players. This is despite the considerable political reforms that governments have introduced over the course of the last decade that were ostensibly designed to provide citizens with greater access to the centres of political power, and to increase their influence over the political process.
If young people are to be re-connected to the formal political process, then there is considerable scope for professional politicians to intervene in ways that might help young people to see the potential value in doing so. Certainly, young people would welcome an approach from the political parties and from individual politicians that was direct and clearly prompted by a desire to genuinely articulate and then champion the views and interests of young people. At present, young people feel as if professional politicians are rather cynical in their dealings with ordinary citizens. There is therefore some serious public relations work needed in order for politicians to overcome this distrust and to demonstrate that their intentions in reaching out to connect with people -and young people in particular -are motivated by a sincere and transparent concern to listen to their voices and act upon them accordingly.
In all these respects, today"s generation of young people are no different from their youth predecessors of 2002.
